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Five types of poiiticai information were analyzed as a function of the
A 2]

»phase of the early presidential campaign year, and the news gxposure level
',of the respondent The number of éognitions, the accuracy of cognitions, and -
'the degree of affective structuring of'cognitions were aii higher among the
high exposure groups, and were higher during the eariy primaries phase than'.

‘fthey had been in thé pre-primary period Uncertainty in the distribution of

; . cognitions wag, higher in the high-exposure groups, but their distance from: the f;f’

SN . low-exposure groups Was reduced in the early primaries phase Uncertainty in ’ 'si"

0

the distribution of candidate preferences was higher in the high exposure
groups during the pre-primary phase, but higher among the low-exposure groups » -

during the early primaries The latter interactions were predicted as: a func-
tion of uncertainty-reducing news fiow as the ear]y primaries begin to elﬁminate

. some candidates
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COMMUNICATION OF POLITICAL INFDRMATION DURING EARLY PRESIDENTIAL
. BRIMARIES : COGNITION, AFFECT AND UNCERTAINTY

<«
A .
. d NI .
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Generalizations .about the role of mass media in presidential eIections ,

tend ‘to impIy that the campaign year is a seamless- who]e, in which the retation-

ship between med1a and aud1ence is ‘the same from the earliest primaries until

election day Candidates and their campaign strategists, however, recognize

‘that this is not the case (Barber, 1978, Kessel, 1980) The "campaign progresses

in a series of phases, and the role of the media is qu1te different, 1n kind

as we]] as in magnitude, in these success1ve periods The character of the
. -,

audience\that is be1ng addressed changes, as does the_structure of political

L

<

information’ héld by that audience.

.
~
]

tionJahd the subsequent campaign for election. Most research and, consequently,

most~syntheses of the research literature; are based on the conditions that

obta1n during the post-nomination fall election . -campaign, which is contested

between standard- bearers of the :two maJor parties plus a.few independent can-

/' /

/’didates In generaI the fall campaign is one in which poditical information

about (and claims, on béhalf of) the candidates flows heavily to a "mass“'or N
genera] audience, information processing is largely structured ‘by pridr,-par-

tisan affi]iations, the focus is on voters‘ f1na1 choices between the two

magor candidates, based on the1r persona] characteristics and issue positions.

-~

" : o " Primary Campaigns - 7

(The campaign for nomin\tion is quaMtatively different, especially in its

early phgses Rather than a\ time of final decision, it has b%en characterized

]

\ as a.period of “winnowing" (Matthews, 1978) - Competition for nomination is
"‘ .

-w1th1n each barty, rather than - between parties. There are typicallj many \

. A

The/clearest-differentiation over time is between the campaign for nomina-

Y ad



.candidates vying for nomination, or at least being "mentioned" as'possibie, LW

' icj]]y during primary campaigns Many .more candidates are eliminated fy'om

]

nominees Campaigning ear1y in a presidentia1 primary season is a process

of mobiiization of support of many kinds -- contributions, vo]unteers, en-

dorsemehts -- More than it 1s one of w1nn1ng only the votes of otherw1se un

vo]ved citizens (Chaffe®, }981) . \
Litt1e research has been directed toward communication processes spe j
B 12

tention in this period ‘than during the fina1 election campaign,,'

1

and the process by which the field of. Viable Contenders is niqr to- two or

three would- seem to deserve more attention.{ ff 1(’
The Media Just as financia1 and worker support is tentative andidispersed

during-the primaries, so ‘are the reportoriai resources of the press._»with many

candidates, ‘none can receive concentrated coverage.. Much, of the news focuses

on who seems to be forging ahead in the horse-race for nomination rath%r than

4 3 .

on the relative merits of the several candidates in terms of po]itical(i:sues

A candidate' s personality and style, and indications of his financial su pgrt,

are newsworthy as clues to his chances of success. Even the crudest of po]] i_

results is seized upon as an indicator of the "winnowing" process, resuLts of,
?

the first few primary elections are greatly magnified as‘representing nationall
7, ° v :

, N : . - o s
trends. - . A )
4 _ ' . . A
Political information in the ear1y-primary_cam@aign context is not so
/ ~

-

much a matter, then, of knowledge of issue pos1tions and candidate capab11-
ities, as it is of the resolution of uncenﬁbinty about who the nominees are
to be, Potentia1 backers and volunteer participants, those who want .their votes

to "count"; reporters who want to be covering the "leading" candidates; and

eveS the rival capdidates, are primarily interested in ;he probdble fortunes

he many candidates -- of whom only a few can survive for more than a few

" months. And, again un1ike_the-communicatipn-saturated general election phase,

, ' =4 : : v,
1 > VAU VR ~ (L



emanating from the news media. RS

. for- votes 1ater on. , Lo

3 o . v i

\
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acquisition of these kinds of information during the early primaries requires

L3

a relatively high degree of»atti tion to the‘djspersed and conf]icting_reports -
. . S T S RN

N v
L3 P N ' ‘t
-The key perceptiofd that a candfdate for nomination seeks to}conVey is

viability, that he has a chance of w1ﬁning Patterson (1980) has found that

this perCept1on tends to foster more favorab]e op1nions of the candidate.
. » J./
Kesse1 (1980 p 41) notes that dun:ng the ear1y primaries "so few dele-

9
gates are at stake .. that 1mpress1ons of probable success are more im=-

portant" than actually winning votes. The press's heavy concentrat1on on the

first primary in New Hampsh1re (Matthews, 1978) gives nat1ona1 sign1ficance to

the result even though veryefew voters contribute to it. A bit later in the
campaign comes what Kessel (1980) calls the "mist clearing”.stage, in which
g .

the remaining candidates .begin to build coalitions by aréuing“to the disap-

pointed supporters of defeated cand{dates that they are reasonably CYose to

the preferred position and have "a real chance of w1nn1ng" (p. 9).. Few primary,

' campaigns are smooth we11 f1nanced, national med1a extravaganzas, indeed, one

of the maJor goals of a nascent campa.ign 1n this ear1y phase is to attract con-
tributions and volunteer Workers. Impressions of potent1a1 success are es-
— \

sential in this effort, and a necessary precondition for surviving'to campaign

-

[
Duﬁsng the uncerta1n first months of a pres1dent1a1 year, the press devotes

much of 1ts‘energ1es to gathen1ng evidence that bears on the m1st-c]ear1ng;and

Lal

winnowing processes. This includes reports of polls of aJl_descriptions; state- -

ments by candidates about pr1mar1es where they expect to do well or poorly;
results of party caucuses or the cho1ces of prom1nent party leaders; inter-

pretat1ons of news events as they might bear on the fortunes of one or two

\d o

cand1dates, and of course primary e1ect1on outcomes, Even as these early in-

o«
dicators begin to c]ar1fy the p1cture, the last few candidates are announc1ng

6
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. their intentions to run for nomination, thus increasing uncertainty in one
- way while it is being resolved in others. ’ ' A
o K

The Audience. The main audience for a primary campaign consis;y of that

h1gh1y attentive m1nor1ty whose support m1ght be mob111zed on behal of any of

the several cand1dates seeking a party's nom1nation Most citizens watch the
primary contests -- 1f\1ndeed they pay much attent1on at all -- from the side-
, lings; only a small portion of potent1a1 voters part1c1pate in primary e1ections,
even’ 1n those states where they are he]d For the attentive fo]lower of the
( campaign, seem1ng]y 1nformationa1 news reports can havevdeqided1y persuasive
lmeaniné As a rule, there is much more openness to 1nformat1on in such a time -
of high uncertainty than there would be later in the year when the quest1on has

A\
been reduced to a choice between-two party t1ckets

Patterson (1980) has found some spec1a1 audience, Characterist1cs that
are peculiar to the primary season. For example, in this phase part1san voters
develop more favorable images of the Qppos1t1on party s candidates than during
the general election. Close scrut1nyvand crjticism is aimed mainly at opposing
candidates within'one's own party while the,primaries are being contested.
Patterson conc1udes that "apparent]y, part1sansh1p is not as-strong a psycho-

. hg ~ logical’ defense in the pr1mar1esc' e e and voters' part1san biases ‘are not fully
mob11 zed" (p. 147). Partisan se1ect1v1ty 1n attentiqn to campaign comnunica-

] Wod\ﬁ, if anything, he1ghten exposure to the compet1ng cand1dates (w1th1n

one's: own party) rather than limiting exposure as seems to happen during the

genera1 election campa1gn o . \-
Patterson (1980) summarizes -the contrast in communication\processes°this

~

. \ .
) v . - ’

way: . , - ‘- - .

r 0 * + . 3
When a voter is firmly comm1tted to a part1cu1ar candidate or v1ewpo1nt,
this att1tudé\p=ov1des a defen ainst change. The commitment leads

s voters to see evefits and perso alities selectively, in a way they want '
to see them, thus resulting in the.reinforcement of ex1st1ng attitudes.
When voters' att1tudes are weak, their perceptual defenses a1so are
¥ . -

r N
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weak. 'When-this occurs..., voters are 11ke1y to accept incoming in- -

- formation in a rather d1rect way, thus developing a conception of the:
situation consistent with this information. Their perspective becomes
that of the communicator, a change that directs their -attention toward
certain ways of acting and away from other modes of behavior. Their
percept1on of the situation may even point to a- s1ngle option, one

- that they find entirely sat1sfactory‘because‘ghey had no strong initial
preference. They then act upon this choice ahd, in doing so, form
attitudes consistent with their choice. Voters, in short, have been
persuaded through perceptual change rather than attitude change. Their
perceptions were altered first, and then appropriate attitudes were
developed (pp. 125-126). _ .

The persuas1ve 1mport of ‘informative mass commun1cat1on is, according to
this ana1ys1s, 11ke1y to be. greater during a primary campa1gn -~ relative either
to a general election campa1gn or to d1rect attempts at media persuas1on The

‘nature of th1s informative role deserves more thorough examination than it has

received in prior research.

v . “ ’ \2

Concept1ons of Political "Information"

-

Po]1t1ca1 Cogn1t1ons * Most emp1r1ca1 definitions of "1nformat1on" Jin @
’ !

'f pol1t1ca1 campa1gn context are cognitive and re]at1ve1y objective in nature.

N There is certainly a considerable f]ow of po]iticalﬁcognition even amidst the

X ©“ . '~
confukion of an ear1y pr1mary season, and we wguld Jo1n other scho]ars in deem-

)

1ng dts cumulative acqu1s1t1on to be quite 1mportant At 1east some_voters
shou1d come to understand the\substant1ve d1fferences among~the candidates and‘»
to make their individua} decisions accordingly. A very small subpopuiation in

a few early-primary states usually determines wh1ch few cand1dates will emerge
with a ghance for nomination. Many processes of political communication precede
(by some months) these few but powerful votes, and a number of d1fferent in- (

f
~ dicators are needed to help us chart the course of information- process1ng events

e that lead to these choices, -
’ Uncerta%ntz. .Uncertainty and its resolution are critical to these pro- -«
cesses, and in our view should take a position parallel to that of cognitive

jtems in defining political information during the early primaries phase. Un-

certainty, and the reduction of uncertainty, has been an accepted conceptualﬂ

8
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®  definition of "information" since the theoretical work of Shannon and Weaver

(1949). Uncertainty increases with a greater number of possibie a1ternatives

(e qg. candidates) and the more equa11y probable these a]ternatives are. Atl

1east one study (Chaffee and Wilson, 1977) suggests that uncertainty and

structure in a community's co]]ective political perceptions vary as a function

. of community media characteristics *But despite early 1nterest stimuiated

by Schramm (1955), mass communication effects researchers have tended to over-

3 v

Took collective uncertainty and to concentrate on individual-level phenomena.

Discarding Conventiona1 Assumptions. These cons1derations require us to

A

rethink some of the compactmentaiizations that are conventiona11y assumed when
researchens study mental operations in communication. We cannot forcibly
-separate "information" from "persuasion" in a setting, such as_the'primaries;
where information may lead directly to consequentiai decisions Further, if

the structure of perceptions is cioseiy followed by analogous opinion formation, |
we shou1d inc]dde in any cohception of information the interplay among cognition,

a

af?ect and the 1nter-dependent organization of the two. And not a11 conse-

~

quences of the communication of po]itical information are observable at the
_ level of the indivndua] ‘Coiiective uncertainty is a property of a social
' system, such as a group, a community, or a media audience. .
In this paper we will examine the following criterion variables, which do
not-comprise a comprehensive-list, but which do suggest some of the varieties of -

fpo]itica]-information that might be studied during a presidential primary season'/

éb - 1. _The number of different cognitions the person holds regarding a po]iticai

decision. This is a popu1ar measure among researchers' in such forms as the num-
ber of candidates one can name, the issues or problems the’ person considers im-

portant the agenecies and solutions associated with-these prob]ems, etc. This

ld~

a

concept wou]d 1nc1ude the many 1tems of 1nformation the person beiieves, regard=-

- ’

& ~
1ess of their actual validity. o
B oL 8




'2. The proportion of cognitions held that is "correct“'according to some

objective criterion. A common.criterion for separating correct from incorrect r

v .
political beliefs is the published record, such as the speeches of the candidates

or press accounts regarding their partisan, ideological, or issue positions.
One cleaf-cut test of a cognition's "truth" value during a primary campaign is

party affiliation of major candidates, since each is running for a specific

~party's nomination. = ) o . ' ’ Y

q

3. The degree of affective structuring associated with support for a

E]

candidate. Cognitive theories of the "balance" variety stress that afféctive
and cognitive,structures tend to become consietent with one:another, and this

. process canhbe considered part of the person's tota] hand1ing ofnhis or her

. ‘personal polatical information For examp]e to prefer ong’ cand1date m1ght im-
p1y downgrading h1s opponents; to support a cand1date of one party m1ght 1mp1y
reJect1ng those of a competing garty, or to favor the candidate of a given party
m1ght imply accept1ng his pos1t1ons-enﬂvar1ou§ issues, or attr1but1ng to him
virtues such as honesty, inte]]igenee;gor feadership. A1l of these outcohes
have been observed in various studies, and’they can be viewed as affective
utﬁTization.oﬁ'"information" in the more usual senses defined above.” The struc-
tur1ng process is part of a general pattern of cogn1t1ve act1v1ty occas1oned by .
the pr1mary election and stimulated by the:intensive med1a campaign leading up
to it.

-

/

‘. ~ 4, The degree of structu2:‘1n the distribution of cogn1t1ons amo;g the

members of a group that is shar1ng 1nformat1on This'criterion, unlike the

preced1ng three, is a character1st1c of a social system that is Tinked by.common ~
sources of informatibn, rather than a cHaracteristic of‘an-individual. It is
based upon the degree of pncertainty, which as noted above is a product pf both
the number of alternatives and the eduality of‘probability among them (Shannon

~and'weaver, 1949; Schramm, 1955). In a nomination cappaign, theése two elements

ERIC . -1
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translate into the number of carididates and one's subjective estimate of the
fchance" that each has.\.Aggregéted, thisyrepresents‘the rangF and yariety of"
information held, yiewing the community SE a whole, As.more candidates enter
the race, uncertainty increases to the‘extent that there is no "objectiVe"
information as -to who might win, thus increas1ng the range of specu1ation With-
in "informed opinion ' But as “the fortunes of some cand\dates decline in po]]s,
primaries, and other "w1nnow1ng" mechanisms, this uncertainty is decreased

The primary campaign, overall, affects information in this fourth sense in

both directions, increas1ng uncertainty for‘a time as candidates add themse1ves
to the list, and then reducing uncertainty by w1mnow1ng out the few winners from

the’ 1ar§fr roster of losers. [; ‘ . | . .:' !

5. The degree of structure in decision-making, across the members of a

po]iticai system As the initia1 cognitive uncertainty declines, the po]iticai

selection process focuses more and more on the few vemaining viable candidates,
It is from among these few that active members of ‘the system select their
favored candidate as the time for choice (e.q. a'primary in one's own state)
‘approaches. Across the'population, decisions are made.from~the,range of what

. is thought to be possible. In this case it is the range of candidates a person .

considers Viable., Thus, deciSion-making becomes less uncertain as a consef’\\*\

3

\\\\\
quence of the reduced cognitive uncertainty that resu1ts from "w1nnow1ng“ in- ', v
R \
formation. ' ’ ~ \

: AN
. . \ Lo N’

The foregoing list of informational outcomes is cumu]ative and progress1ve

in nature. First comes (1) knowledge of'candidates, fo]]owed by (2) know]edge

:

about candidates, such as their party affi]iations, personalities, issue pos1-
v

tions, etc. The next question involves (3) the affective structuring of these

d

related cognitions, These -individual processes in turn affect (4) the degree

of uncertainty in the system, increasing cognitive.uncertainty as the number of

¥

relevant alternatives increases, and decreasing it as some become'less probable:

(

~
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than others. Fina]]y, there is (5) resolution- of decisionalluncertainty with- _7 ’

in the system as peop1e s choices regard1ng which one to support focus in on two

- e
-

‘or three surv1v1ng'cand1dates ‘ L S

\
\__ 1)

' - Mass Communication in the Primary Period

" Each of these processes, in add1t1on to be1ng 1oose1y dependent upon the
< l » - \. '
s process prior to it in our list, is d1rect1y dependent upon ‘the mass media'for

much of the information on which it is based.. Commun1cat1on of po]1t1ca1 in-
format1onn1nvolves two genera1 classes of act1ons what is sent v1a the news

media, and the degree of exposure of the aud1ence to that content * T

Types of Med1a Informat1on In the terms of our dist1nct1ons out]1ned

above‘iwe can cons1der three types of ~ content prov1ded by news media dur1ng an
ear1y primary campa1gn per1od jcoghx\donstabout each” cand1date and h1s political
pos1t1ons, uncerta1nty-1ncreas1ng 1nformat1on about the range of cho1ces, anﬁ
uncerta1nty-decreas1ng 1nformat1on about a cand1date s viability.
Candidate- and 1ssue re1ated information probab1y tends to- be generated ‘at
) either a constant or ajf gradua]]y 1ncreas1ng rate throughout an e1ect1on year,

a

no preci'se est1mates ane ava11ab1e But coverage of any given cand1date is a1-_
‘most necessar11y sl1gh r early in the year when "objective" reporting demands
" that a share of reportage be a110cated to each of the many potent1a1 candidates.

b

Ear]y media concentrat1on seems to ‘be more on who the candidates are than on
-(‘ what any one of them m1ght do” 1f eTected - - \'i
| Uncerta1nty-re1ated 1nformat1on, on the other hand, is most Aﬂ’ev1dence in’
the ear1y phases. Names of the cand1dates, the1r supporters and the issues on'
wh1ch they 1ntend to campa1gn, begin to be reported at least a year before the
fzrst primary and increase in frequ%ncy of occurrence into the f1rst month or &".

two of the election. year Th1s expansion of the number of candidates to be

cons1dered can genera11y be classed as uncerta1nty-1ncreas1ng

',IO
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The resolution of this uncertainty begins, ﬁeceséafi]y, a bit later, and
‘does\ﬁet\crest until around the time of the ffrsf primary e]ectibns, Un-
,cerﬁainty;decreasing information cqn;ists of ind%cations of whicH candidates
;é:eﬁféading in polls, who is winning the key early caucuses and primaries --
and correspondingly; which other candidates can be drbpped from consideration,
it 1s this dropping bf the trdi]ing'capdidhtes that reduces‘uncertainty by
narrowing the number of viable possibilities: ‘

F{gufe 1 shows schematica]iy what we conceive to be the approximate curvej,
over time for each of these three type§ of political information during the

early primary period: ~uncertainty-increasing information peaking ear]iest

then dropp1ng rap1d1y once the candidates bave "thrown their hats in the\r1ng"

* -

of the primary e]ect1ons. uncertainty decreas1ng»1nformation peaking dur1ng ’
the period of early pr1mar1es and polls that sort out the winners from the
a1§o-ran§; and cand1date-issue cogn1t1ons f]owing at a modestTy upward-grad1ent

on into the later election phase.

(F1gure 1 about here)

Exposure to Media Information. Interest 1:ﬁa'polit1ca1 campaign, partic-,

ularly 1n the early stageé wheh fof most peop1e Ehe media and the candidates
are concentrating on distant states and issues, Js highly varialle across cit-
izens. -Patterson (1980) found‘that more than 50% reported "no interest" 1n'
the 1976 éampa1gn in February. 'Thjs figure was 20% lower in June, but still
about one-third were uninterested; at the same time, a substantial m1nor1ty.
(25-30%) reported "strong" 1ntere;t. and these people ygre‘much more likely
~to follow the campajgﬁ'1n'the media.

High exposure and attention to the vast variety of 1nformat16n f]ow1nj

»

from the media should theoretically affect ma1n1y the rate of absorptiaen of

this 1nformat1bn. As Patﬁerson (1980) writes, "Close attention to:the news
. 1)

A s
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sharpened people's reactions and judgments. First, those with heavier news °

exposure reacted more quickly to the changing situation . . . Also, the reac-

tions of t1ose followers of the news were stronéer" (p, 123). This principle
. N ) _

Teads to two distinguishable predictions regardjngfhigh-exposure audience

’

members: they should acquire information from the news media at both a faster

rate and at'a cumulatively higher.level that do those who are less exposed

N

to the campaign in the med1a.

] It should be stress d that these pred1ct1ons refer to the media aud1ence,
not just to uoters In a primary campaign only a m1nor1ty of even the adult’
aud1ence consists of people who will vote in the upcom1ng primary. Beyond
them are the many others in that state who will not vote; the-large numbers

of potent1a1 voters in other states who are expOsed to distant primary cam-
paigns via nat1ona1 ned1a, and other aud1ence members,. such as young people Bf
pre-voting age p1u some other adults, who are not even e1ig1b1e to vote.
E1ect1on studies, wh1ch usua11y focus spec1f1ca{1y on voters, tend to overlook
the extens1on of political mass communication processes to these additional
components of the larger audience. There is no reason to expect the proqess-
ing. of 1ntormat1on during.a campaign to be 11m1ted'on1y'to'those few who will
vote 1n one of the early primaries. And in the 1onger run, 1nterpersona1
processes of public opinion are 1ikely to 1nvo1ve participation by 1nterested
and informed aud1encenmembers the1r po11t1ca1 import in this role does not '
depend .upon tHeir voting. The "c11mate'of op1n1on" that peop]e perceive in
the conmun1ty at Targe can be a potent factor in a fluid po11t1ca1 s1tuat1on

(Noelle-Neumann, 1977).

‘ Research Hypotheses
As explained below, this study 15 set in the pre-primary ("early days")

of the 1980 presidential election

1 S

L‘!-

and early pr1nary (“m1st clearing") ph

-
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;ampa1gn T1me, ‘then, is one important 1ndependent variable because we ex-

r' t
r,‘,s :

/pect the news media to be prov1d1ng d1fferent kinds of 1nformat1on 1n these
two periods: predominantly uncertagnty—1ncréas1ng information in the pre-
primary phésef andApr1mari1y uncertainty-decreasing information during the
early primaries. Cano1date and issue_cognitigns we expect to remain stable
or to increase slightly during this span of timet |

| The otner 1ndependent variable fis eqposure to tne campaign.via the news

media. We.expect high-exposufe audience'members to hold more cognitions in

each time period than w11i Tow-exposure persons; both_groups should 1ncrease .
as tney absorb more 1nformat1on over time, but we shou1d expect high- exposure
persons to increase their store of cogn1t1ons at a faster rate. These pre-
dictions should hold for all three of our individual-level criterion var-
1ab1es:‘ number ot cogn1t1ons held, the proportion of those cognit1ons that ‘ \
is objectively “correct“, and the degree of affect1ve structure that is assoc1-
ated with the person's cand1date preferences In all, we have two sets of ma1n
;'effetts hypotheses, pred1ct1ng higher 1eve1s of information - (1) at the later
t1me and (2) for the h1gher néews-exposure group, and one set of 1nteract1on .
hypotheses, pred1ct1ng (3) a greater difference between the news—exposure
lgroups at the later t1me than at the/ear11er ‘time. (We should point out that
the interaction hypotheses are overn1d1ng. in that if theyuare supported
emp1r1c011y the predicted ma1n‘effects could be interpreted as artifacts of
the interactions.) . |
Hypotheses about systemrlevel uncertainty and its resolution are more
complex to derive, because we expect the differential emphases in med1a\ over-
age of the campaign to 1nteroctvw1th d1fferent1al rates of absorpt1on of that
information by the high vs. low news-exposure groups. Spec1f1ca11y. we
predict that the h1ghfexposure group should respond relatively quickly to \\

\
structural chonges in the campaign fortunes of the various candidates, so \

1t :
A S )J’i




that unqerf&inty within this.group should be high during the pre-primagy j/
.;ﬁ: - phase when‘uncértainty-increéSing informétioh has accumulated to its pe&k:

Later, as candjdates bégin to be eliminated of at least becomé un1ike1y

survivors,duyihg the éar1y primaries, we predic£ that the high-gxposure group

should absorb this simplified Structure and e{hjbit Tess uncertainty phaﬁ‘

in the pre-primary phase. ' _:

Low-exposure add1ence members, on the othgr hand, should be oweﬁ?to
absorﬁvuncertainty-re1ated informag16n. Accqrding1y; théy'shou1d exhibit. less
uncertainty dhr1ng the'pre-p;imary Qhase;than‘wou1dvthe high-exposure group,

7 - and in the later phase/of éaﬁ?y pr1har1es they shoq1d be less likely to ex-
hibit reduced uncertainty than'thg h1§h-exposure group. Becéuée uncertainty
here is a propertj of systemic agéﬁegafe§ of persons, thgse hypotheses in ef-
fect treat the high- and 1owfexposure ngﬁps as two audiences -- or to put
it in the e§£:eme, one audience and one hon-aﬁd1ence. Given our d?chotomous

\ ‘treatment of the var1ab1e;of news exposqfé, however, we should expect the .

‘ L

low-exposure group to behave more like a “s]ow" audiénce:théh literally a

non-audience, _ .

, A ' 'Design and Measures’
\ _ Interviews on which this study is based were conducted by telephone
\ v . ‘

\throughbut the state of Wisconsin over a seven-week pariod from{}ate January
\Fhrough the middle of March, 1980. The profess1oﬁ$1 staff of the Wisconsin
§yrvey Research Laboratory administered all data collection and coding, uﬁaer
a grant from the National Science Fqundat1on to the second author and two
co-hr1hq1pa1 1nvest1gators] The larger prbject from which this aﬁa]ys1s is
takegx1$ a study of political soc1a11zat1oﬁ§1n adolescence. The:popu1at1on
repreégnted.by the sample ig comp'héd, accordingly, of adoiescénts (age 10-17)
and oné\pareht'of each; respondents*;ere se1ec£ed by random;d1g1t dialing
techn1qd¢s. In this study, the "362;311zat1on" féature of the-ma1n study is

Q of seconddry importance to the theoretical questions Qutlined above, ‘}(;




C d .
/ i "" . . I
oy + “ 1
b

We wi]l treat the adolescents and their pargnts:as separate samp,es'ln the

A ( /
7

'/ﬁ present data analysis; while one can expect tﬁvgeneral that ado]escentst;
would have lower levels of political 1n@nrmat1on fhan the1r parents, we have |

) qo reason to expect them og‘react d1fferent1y as a group to the presentat1on
of campaign information in the media. On that assumption we will treat xhe

- - ¢

adolescent and parent samples as equivalent for@purposes of testjng'oupvre-
search hypotheses. ’ , . ‘;i?r‘ | .
Samples. Ne1ther the ado]escent sample nor-their parents is representative
of a general popu1at10n, such . as voters.or the tota1 media audfence On tbe o
other hand both groups are part of the potent1a] aud1ence for campaign news
via nat1ona] media dur1ng the period of the study The w1scons1n prtnaryA
election was approximate]y a month in the futune when our 1nterv1ew1ng period
was comp]eted, so both groups are simply part of the broad nat10na1 med1a aud-
“{ence that is being brought distant p011t1ca1 events, which for most of them
yhave 11tt1e 1mﬁed1ate re1evance. We wi]] d4v1de each group 1nto h1gh- and Tow-
/1 ' expOSure, and pre pr1mary and early primary 1nterv1ew subgroups 1n addressing
our hYPotheses dﬂo the extent, that the resu1ts are ‘similar tor the ado]-
escents and their parents, we will consider thé f1nd1ngs to have been repli-

cated w1th ‘an 1ndependent samp]e ' ‘ L "

e Al -
it

In all, N-782 adolescents were interviewed, approx1m£te1y 100 at each
age from db through 17, Since parents were not interviewed for the soc1a1f
‘1zatjon project un]ess their children were also interviewed, but some ch11dren
were interviewed even though their parents could not be. the. parent sample is
smaller, N=718. The parent.sample ranged in age from 27 to 69, with a median
of 41 years. Education Tevel was somewhat above the national average; 63%
had comp]eted h1gh school, and another 32% had attended college, Of the adol-

escents, 48% were female; because more children of broken families live with

the mother, 57% of the parents were female. Parents 1n'two-parent homes were :)

r
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sampled randomly, and geographical distribution was spread proportionately

across the_state by the'random-digit telephone dialing seTection‘procedure.

Interview Phase. Because random-digit selection was used throughout

" the study, the date on which a respondent was interviewed was mostly random-

!

ized (exéept for the fact that households requiring moré call-bpacks tended
. v |

'nv to Bg interviewed a bit Tater). Reépondents were grouped. separately into

v

e1thér of tWO'time'périodS: January 29 through February 18 (mpre-prihary")

. and Febfdafy 19 through March 19 ("early primaries").- Following are some of
the politicalily newswz:;by.eﬁents occurring during each of these periods,
and in the earlier part of January prior to our-Study:

L . :
Prior to study: President Carter announces ban on grain sales to Russia and
T ‘possible boycott of 0lympics (Jan. 4); signs Chrysler aid S
bi11 (Jan. 7); announces $2 billion youth training program
(Jan. 10). Six Republican gandidates debate in Des Moines
: (Jan. 5), all attack Carter foreign policy. Polls show
o Carter-ahead of Kennedy 51-37% in national Gallup poll (Jan,
' : ’ 8), and 57-25% in Iowa (Jan. 11). Approval of Carter's -
- , . handling of Iran crisis 1isdown to 62% approve vs. 30% dis- «~
LI approve (Jan. 10), cémpared with 77-19% approval in December. H
. Pre-primary: Carter. and Bush win lowa caucuses QJan. 21), Cartér wins
' , ~7 Maine caucuses 44-40% over Kennedy'(Feb. 10); Bush wins Puerto
T ‘ . Rican primary (Feb. 17). Carter proposes moving or c#nceling - O
o\ S Moscow Olympics (Jan. 20); gives be111cgse State of Union
\ ~  address (gan. 23); announces plan to renew draft registra-
' tion¥(Jan. 23); 1981 biudget featuring mild recession, rising
_unemployment, double-digit inflation (Jan. 28); reports

% ~ . " "positive 'signs" re Iran (Feb. 13). ‘' Abscam investigation
oo - launghed (Feb. 2)3 U.S. .promises to help Pakistan if Soviets
- o L invade (Feb. 3); U.S.-announces arms &lgd to "Afghan insurgents

(Feb, 15); pr1me lending rate reaches 15.75% (Feb. 19).

Early primaries: New Hampshire primaries (Feb. 26) won by Carter 49% to Kennedy
: * 38% and Brown 10%; and by Reagan 50% to Bush 23%; Baker 13%,
. /\ Anderson 10%. Massachusetts primaries (March 4) won by
. Kennedy 65% to Carter 29% and Brown 4%; Bush and Anderson
both 31%, Réagan 29% and Baker 5%. Vermont primaries (March
\ ‘ 4) by Carter 74% to Kennedy 26%; by Reagan 31% to Anderson
- 30%, Bush 23%, Baker 13%. Florida, Georgia and Alabama pri- A
maries. (March 11) all won by Carter and Reagan. Connally drops
out of Republican race (March 9). N.Y. Times poll (Feb. 20)
b shows ,Carter ahead of Kennedy 58% to 23%, an. increase over his
44-34% lead in January; Brown 15 at 7%. Among Republicans,
Bush has closed from a 45-6% deficit in January, but still trails
Reagan 33-24%. Consumer price index soars to 16.8% annual rate

‘ | . ' 19 o
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w . (Feb. 22) then 18% (March 7). Prime 1end1ng rate continues rise
to 19% (March 18). U.S. Hostages held in Bogota (Feb. 27); no
progress ‘on hostages 1n Iran after international comm1ss1on dis-
, bands (March 14), | _
. . These capsulized pictures of the news in each period.generally suppolz our
‘,". . - “ .
~ assumptions outlined in Figure 1. During the pre-primary phasé tﬁé{e is don=-

siderable question whether the Republican candidate might be Reagan or Bush, or

perhaps someone eTse; Anderson,'Baker, Crane and Connally continue to campaign,
and Ford is frequently mentioned despite not campaigning,v'On the Democratic

side, Kennedy continues to appear viable despite the polls, as events seem

to worsen Carter'$ chances; Brown is still in the campaign to stay (until the
Wisconsin primary). A1l of these events could have served to increase uncer-

_tainty as to which candidates had "3 real chance" of nomination, although

»

high1y attentive voters might have read foreshadows in Carter S- tenacious 1ead

1 ’/ &
/ in the po] S despite great political adversity regard1ng foreign policy and

the economy. ,

¢
Laten, in the early primaries phase, much of the| news was by contrast of

the unce&tainty-resolving variety. The Bnown, Bq}er, Crane and Conna]]y campaigns :

were fast becoming lost causes. Reagan and Carter each won five of the first
six primaries, and were pi1ing up de1egates while Anderson. Kennedy and Bush
fought to stay in- the running ~ - - B o ,
_ Splitting date of interview into these two phases“ then, produces two .
ﬁ#ﬁ rough]y equiva]ent random samples of adolescents, and two of parents, (Re-
‘5' spondents weré assigned to time groups depending upon the dates of their own

woy ’

o, interviews, without regard to the interview with thegﬂther member of the same

.\‘{‘ ¢ ’
fami]y ) Changes over time in our resu1ts are not changes within the same

peop]e as wou1d be the casé With a panel design; they represent differences
between groups of people sampled by 1denQ]ca1 procedurss at different times.

This avoids the problem of respondent “contamination" inherent in asking in-
.
formational‘questions of the same person in repeated waves of a panel study

(
1 ) A ,L\}‘




had watched "nationa] news on te1ev1s1on", frequency of watching local 1ate

v

. . ] [ ' ’
ggposure to Media News. A 51ngie overall index of média public affairs

and news exposure was created by summing the responses to four questions:
4

the number of(days in the past week the respondent had read a newspaper or ’

evening. TV news or watchiqg "news programs 11&9 60 Minutes and news speciais."

Respondents were divided into high- and 1ow;exposure'groups by splitting the

summed scores at the median for parents and at the median.for adoiescents

Th1S, coupled with the d1chotom12ation by phase of 1nterv1ew (above) provided

the four groups for each generation that are used- throughout our ana1yses

77

pre- primary/1ow-exposure (N= 208 parents, 224 adolescents); pre-primary/high-

$ .
exposure (N=169 parents, 183 adolescents); earTy -primaries/low-expdsure’ »{N=188

parents, 188 ado1escents); and ear1y-primaries/highfexposure (N=147 parents,’

161 adolescents), / v

This breakdown, summed across different media and different types of

news vehicles and then dichotomized for simtiicity in data analysis, is only

a rough-grained indicator of the person's leVel of exposure to news events
bearing on the campaign. The phase-of-interview groupings are equally crude.
Our design fall's far short‘of the cleancut exposure Vs, contr01 conditions of
a 1aboratory experiment. TG6 the extent that we find resu1ts i@ line with

our hypotheses, one might consider that a more tightly designed study wou1d
produce much stronger findings . . ' | r

\

Dependent yariablesl Political Cognitions and Affect. Respondents were

-asked to name as many candidafes "running for President" as they could., and

"then were read a 1ist of candidates and asked’ how much they 1iked or disliked

each,one (five-point scaie). They were then asked which one of those named
S REd

e R ~

they would "want elected President in November",,and for each one they were

also asked whether they thought of him "as a’ Republican or a§ & Democrat."
. ) ﬁ '
From these items the following indices were constructed:

1N 1. Candidates Mentioned. The sum of the number of difﬁ%rent candidates
running for President the respondent named in answer to the first
open-ended question. (The conceptual variable represented in thir
measure is the number of different cognitions held,)

) T 20
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2. Knowledge of Party Identification. The sum of the number of correct .
- answers to-closed-end questions about the party affiliations of
eight candidates: Republicans Baker, Bush, Connally, *ford and Reagan;
Democrats Brown, Carter and Kennedy. (The conceptual variable here
is the proportion of cognitions- held that are_"correct" gccording to
‘ an objdctive criterioR.) o :

3. Affective Structuring of Candidate Support. The difference of the
respondent's rating of his/her preferred candidate minus the mean
. rating of the other candidates who were rated on the five-point: 1ike-
" dislike scales. ‘(If a respondent didn't know one of the seven other
candidates well enough to express an opinion, that candidate was not
included in ¢calculation af the mean score for the "other" candidates.) ’

These three indices-correspond tobthe first three types of information

4

v we defined earlier here. For each of these criterion yariéb]es, we predicted.

. . y

(a) that high-exposure respondents would be higher than low-exposure respondents,

~ (b) Tevels would be higﬁér during the eéf]y primaries phase than'they had been

1n‘the"pre;pr1mary phase, and (c) the increase from pre-primary to early- .

oo

primaries would be greater for the high-exposure groups.

Depéﬁdent Variables: Uncertainty Measures. Within each of the e1ghf v

-,

groups - parent vs. child, E13h- vs. low-exposure, and pre-pr1m$ryfvs. early=-

primary -- the aggregate distributions of answers to the two open-ended ques-

'1‘

. tions about candidates were calculated. The standard measure of uncertainty

-

Hf - Ip, 1og2 Py (also called "enfropy") was ca]cuthed ﬁShahnon and Weavér,

- 1949). This produced the‘f0116w1ng'1nd1ées: T LI

v

4. Uncertainty About 6Hnd1dates Running. The percentage of re-- : P
spondents in each group who mentioned a given candidate was ‘
assigned the value p{ for the ith candidate,-p, for the jth,
candidate, etc. Each p-value was mult plied,b}‘1ts own 1092
. and these products were summed according to the Shannon
formula. (The gonceptual variable here is the degree of
structure of cognitions, across the members of the group.)

5. Uncertainty About Candidate Preference. The percentage of .
respondents in.edch group who sald they preferred a given o '// 
+ candidate was assigned the value p, for the ith candidate,
etc., and uncertainty calculated a! explained above. (The
conceptual variable represented here is the degree of
structuré in decision-making, across the members of the
group.) . :

For these measures of the degree of uncértainty, the main effect of media
/

~

exposure ‘is predicted during the pre-primary period only, as we expecf the
. : A

1
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high- exposure group to exhibit greater unoertainty due to higher awareness .
of a 1arger number of cand1da§es Later on‘in the ear1y-pr1mar1es period,
as candidates begin to be seen as less. probabieé;urvivors in the Tight of
_ _.' current news events, we expect 1he high- exposu7 groups to become less un-

certain whfle uncerta1nty 1n the Tow-exposure groups could continue to grow.

Summary of Hypotheses Figure 2 111ustrates schematica11y ou( overall

" theoreticai basis for the various hypotheses Given that news flow from
'/ ' '
the media does correspond‘roughiy to our expectations outlined in Figure 1,
\ ,
(see description of news events, above), a11 of our predictions of group

.

‘ differéncﬁs are based on the assumption that/those more heavily exposed to
, '

the news will absorb both its conte%t and its affective impiications more

[

rapidly than w111 those who. do not follow the news as closely.

B
‘ (Figure 2 about here) i { . - ’
o - In Figure 2, We expect increases over time in the amount of cognitive
. . EE— P - .
and affective information in both groups, with a greater rate of increase " ”f

among,the high-exposure respondents. ' This appiies to the first th§Eé'de= i
:pendent'variables, each of which is a measure of information held within an
individuai As Figure 2 1ndicates, however, we also expect the high- exposure :
- groups “to react more readiiy to news ‘events that affect uncertainty about

. the candidates Consequentiy, for the two measures of group uncertainty,, we
predict a decrease over time for the high-exposure group beause they shoulgd
become "aware of news that indicates candidates ‘are dropping behind ‘and out |

of the race., By contrast, the Tow-exposure groups should not be as aware of

these events and so their uncertainty Tevels would continue to increase even

. ‘though the preponderahce_of current news is beginning to'fiow in the other -

-

direction, toward:uncertainty-resoiutiont : : T \\¥4)

T
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Results .
Our f1nd\ngs are presented in Figures 3 through 7 in the form of graphs
hat 1nd1ca¢e the group mean or H séore, as appropr1ate, for eacﬂ of the e1ght
groups on each of.the dependent var1ab1es. TJ a]d'compar1son across these
<graphs\\the lines representing hfgh-exposure groups are so]id and those rep-
resenting 1ow-exposure groups are broken., Parent and ado]escent group data
~are shown on the same graph for each dependent var1ab1e, no tests of parent-
_adolescent. group d1fferences are reported, since in this paper we have offered

no hypothe;es abéut them, The.separatevparent and adolescent data analyses *j?

provide an 1nd1cat10n of the rep11cabi]1ty‘of findings.

- - - - - - .- .-

(Figure 3 about here)

e S 2
The first criterion measure, the number of "candidates who are running '
for Pres1dent“ reca11ed by the respondent, 1s ana]yzed in Figure 3. As 1s
1' ‘ apparentTIthe pred1cted 1ncrease over time 1s found for all four groups,
and is s1gn1f1cant (p<.001) for bqth the parents and the adolescents. We i,f..
also f1nd*the predicted d1fference between hfgh and 1ow news- exposure‘groups,
and " this too 1s highly significant (p<. 001) for both sampJes. The predic
1nteract1on (1 e. the w1den1ng over t1me of. the gap between’ exposure g:\u /’)1'

is, however, found on1y among the adolescents (p<.05). 3

'~ ] e eeeeeecseescecc e oe-
~ "

. . ' “ . -- ------------------- . /f
Neither sample exh1b1ts this 1nteract1on in-Figure 4, where the group

means for correct 1dent1f1cat1on of cand1dates by party (cr1ter1on var1ab1e
2) are plotted. ,Here the pred1ctedfnews-exposure differences are large and |
sfgnificant (p<, 001) for both the'parent and the adolescent groups. The pre-

dicted increases over t1me are not - stat1st1ca11y s1gn1f1cant but it is notgﬁﬁ

that the means for all four groups are at 1east s11ght1y higher during tha

] .0y : . . : .
N S ' : - "
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early-prinary phase -than they had been during.th;:pre-primary phase. This
B replicated main effect is significant by sign test (p<.05, one-tailed).
‘Considering'Figures 3'and 4 together,’then, we'find support for our main
effects hypotheses regarding the most convent10na1 cognitive types of de-
pendent var1ab1es but only one instance of support for our 1nteraction hy-
potheses. There are informational differences between h1gh- and 1ow-exposure'

. respondents, and to a 1esser extent we also f1nd increases over t1me in the .

“holding of thesg kinds of knowledge. e
: 5 [ ____________________ .
’ v -(Figure 5 about here) . 1 '
- e LR . ( .
Ve When we turn to'the measure of affective structuring (criterion variab1e~

3) in F1gure 2 however the results are more in line w1th our fu11 set of
expectations The tendency to eva1uate one s preferred candidate above all
-others increases over time rather marked]y for the high expgsure groups, both
"parents and ado]escents, but there is no such increase for either of the 1ow- ’
exposure groups., The main effect of media exposure is significant only for
the ado{escents (p< 01), and the interaction is significant only for the parents
pJ 05) but in both cases the pattern of resu1ts conforms rather well to our

1

predictions. o .

(Figure 6 abouf here)

~ T e e e e oo o - --- - - -

\ - Uncertainty regarding what candidates are "running" (criterion variab1e
) 45 is plotted in Figure 6. The H values heﬁe are based on the same -interview
question as.are the group mean) in Figure 3, and the resu1ts are not much dif:
ferent quantitatively. There are two clear main effects, of media exposure -
and of interview phase, and no °ignificant interaction between those two in-
dependent variab]es. Quaiitative]y, though it is worth noting that among
the,adoiescents there is a slight tendency in Figure 6 for the distance be-

tween'the high- and low-exposure groups to be greater in the pre-primary phase

Q . , ‘ , ZZA
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than in the early-primaries phase. MNote that in Figure 3 the opposite ¢

pattern (to a.significant)degree) was found when the same raw recall mea-
B 4 R

sures were Used to estimate cognitions rather than uncertainty. This Tends

N

some degreé of credence to our theoretical predictions that changes would e .

occur in oppos1te d1rect1ons for the two types of cr1ter1on var1ab1es, the

.

’h1gh 1ow exposure "gap" w1den1ng for 1nd1V1dua1 cogn1t1ons but narrowing
. r
for: group 1eve1 uncertainty. This occurs only for the adolescent samp]e,

however; there is no interaction betwéZE"QEEZ and news exposure for the

-~

parents, on e1ther cr1terfon measure based on open=- endgd know]edge .of . Can-

: d1date names, o

» ¢ )

Nhen we tur -1n'Figure 7 to the co11ect1ve dncerta1nty of each group in
terms -of prefere ces for candidates, the predicted pattern of 1nteraction o o
between media e;posure and phase of 1nterv1ew is apparent. As predicted, ‘ |
_ both of the h1ghfekposure groups exhib1ted more uncertaﬁnty'in preferences ///)
"(cr1ter1on,var1ab1e 5) than efther 1ow-exposurefgroup dur1n§ the preepr1mary
.,phase, when uncertaf -1ncreas1ng information was still predom1nat1ng over
uncertaﬂnty-redd% ngj::format1on in the media. But the h1gh exposure groups : re
‘that were not 1nterv1ewed until the ear1y-pr1mar1es phase, when uncerta1nty-

reducing information flow 1ncreased, exh1b1ted 1esser 1eve1s of uncerta1nty

~ "regarding the1r ‘candidate preferences As the races for nom1nat1on became L—\\“_ 3

T N———

.
more clearly structured around a reduced roster of "poss1b1ef candidates,

the range of preferences became more constrained. But, ‘as predicted, the . ( h e
1ow-exposure groups were co11ect1ve1y more uncerta1n in the early- pr1mary
phase than they had been 1n\the pre- pr1mary phase, even though news events

had by that 1ater time begun to reso1ve the picture. It is as if the low-

exposure groups, unaware of the flow of current po11t1ca1 event ,‘ 'g to

unlikely or “fr1nge“ cand1dates wh11e the more informed high- .fosure groups
are abandoning those cand1date° in favor of the few others who s¥A11 have a

reasonab1e chance of ach1eving nom1nat1on. o o . o ~N
. ‘ o ‘ . . . '. .
W
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, (F1gure 7 about here)

y -v--l' ----- ---------_-__- .
. N " .

Summary. Look1ng across our results, both sets of ma1n effects hy-

N

_potheses seen‘to have held up rather we11 for the full var1ety of cr1ter1on
var1ab1es The high exposure group 1s¢above the 1ow- xposure group 1n alf-
16 of the compar1sons where th1s was pred1cted " The. pre pr1mary 1nterv1ew,
group is below the correspond1ng ear]y pr1mary group, /n 14 of the 16 can-

parisons where th1s was pred1cted with one tie. Most of these d1fferences Rl
~

' were stat1st1ca11y s1gn1f1cant as we11 as be1ng 1n the pred1cted d1rect}o

Our 1nteract1on hypotheses dhd not fare S0 consistently weT] They

b,

“F
were ‘more comp]ex in nature, pred1ct(ng a w1den1ng gap over t1me between the

J

'h1gh- and lTow- exposure groups for the three 1nd1v1dda1—cogn1twon criterion
Var1ab1es, and a closing gap or reversa1 over t1me for the two group- i KK\

uncerta1nty cr1t§r1on var1ab1es. The f1rst of these k1nds of predictions ;"

J’

- he1d up in 4 of 6 compar1sons (F1gures 3- 5), two of the associated 1nteract1on
"terms were stat1st1ca11y sign1f1cant "The second k1nd of 1nteract1on pre-‘ﬁ-f
d1ctjon held up in-all four comparfsons (Figures 6 %), but ‘was statist1ca11y B

strong on1y in regard to uncertainty of candidate preferences, where a clear:
\5, '/
transverse 1nteractdon pattern was found (F1gure 7).

o) o

In genera1 1t appears that the kinds of 1nteract1ons we have hypothe-

?

,s1zed are more: 11ke1y to occur w1th regard to affect1ve dependent var1ab1es

than w1th those'%hat are based sole]y on cogn1t1ons held. The f1nd1ngs that

are most c1ear1y in. accord w1th the expectat1ons we out11ned (1n F1gure 2)

occur in F1gure 5 where the cr1ter1on measure is the structur1ng,gf affect B
around one's prefggred cand1dat;l and fn F1gure 7 wWhere uncerta1nty regard-

1ng cand1date preference 1s the dependent var1ab1e~ Our broad assumpt1on ‘

that the,h1gh eXposure aud1ence wou1d react more fu]]y and rap1d1y to current
po]1t1ca1 news events seems, then, to be more va11d w1th regard to the ‘

,structur1ng of cand1dat<\preferences and affedt than 1t doeSrto the simple | B

\)‘ . o .“‘ . /.-' '\ N , A ' Lo ’ '. ‘ - ‘k .
‘ ’ IR SN A r\r‘ -
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store of knowledge about who the candidates are and what‘parties they seek

to represent.

. Discussion ]
‘ Ne‘begdﬁff:?z study with the genera] assumption that political com-

munication processes during the early phases of a presidentiai campaign year

-are qua]itative]y different from the pre e1ection phase in the fall, The

" news media would be providing information about which candidates were running,

9

‘and how 1ike1y they were to survive in. the race, Their audience would not be

the fu11 "mass" audience. but rather wou1d be 1imited to those who were suf-

ficient1y exposed to current news reports to keep up with the candidacies

0

Jand their campaign fortunes we hypothesized that the heavily exposed ‘sub-

audience wou]d hold mbre information, wou]d bui]d it at a faster rate; and

- wouid exhibit high uncertainty about candidates early on, but that this

uncertainty would diminish once the early primanies began to clarify the pic-

’

“ture These expectations were generally supported particu1ar1y for criterion

variab]es that invo]ve affective rather than purely cognitive responses to

_*wﬂ the news from the campaign trail,

Perhaps more important ‘than these exact findings is the fact that most:
of ourz%ypotheses wpu]d be fairly trivial, and.we would not expect to- find

pifferences of neariy the same magnitude during similar time spans in the

' much-studied September-October election campaign period. By that time the

: candidates for President, and their parties, should be rather universally

known, and affect regarding them should be well estab]ished There should

be little variation over time, or between news exposure grqups, in the degree

3

P ~
of aggregate uncertainty regarding who is running or which ‘candidate 1s pre-
‘)&:
ferred - In the typica1 fall campaign, tbe two maJor party candidates maintain

\

fair1y stab1e and even percentages, so that uncertainty in .the way we have
measured it here wou]d remain fairfy s%eady at about H = 1og2 = bit.ﬁ (In

28 . , A 1t y 2 '
Lt v " oy ; , . A

]
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fall 1980, due to the independent Anderson candidacy, uncertainty remained
a bit higher than this, and many voter decisions were not made until Jjust

beforé the election; see Goldman and Whitney, 1981).

Media Effects. Many writers have suggested that the potentia1-for media
“effects" oh tne audience is greater in the ear1y stages of a campaign year,
but have not made clear why this shou1d\Be so or what.kinds of effects one
should expect. What appears clear in this paper is that the very -early
A o phase is characterized by uidespread lack of informatidn among those who are
| - not following the campaign closely, and uncertainty even among those who are.
"Because of peop1e s dependence upon the news media to bring them inforMation\
from distant locations, the resolution of uncertainty about which candidates
;.are surviving becomes a direct consequence of exposure to media reports.
’The jmmediate and cumu1ative effects are cognitive in nature; affective and
decisional reactions are dependent upon the acquisition pf a variety of in-
o formation from thehmedia, and are more structural in nature. . | y
! During-%he mist-clearing and winnowing phases‘these are rather pouerfu]
effects that can be traced.directly to the news provided by the media. One
day's news can become the next day's resolution of cognitive and affective ‘
uncertainty, and that in turn can manifest itself in the media's next_round
. of poll results. Primary election voters, being comparative]b high in ex-
posure to the news of the day, can be qudte sensjtive to these shifts in )
the direction of, greater structure during the early primary period. It is
worth noting in this regard that only five candidates -- Carter, Reagan,

Anderson, Kennedy, and Bush -- received more than 10% of their plgties'

primary votes in either the I1linois primary that was held the day after

2

our survey ended, or in the Wisconsin primary a few weeks 1ater.= Car‘er

]

S
and Reagan won both those pr1mar1es, on their respect1ve roads toe eventua]

nomination. The impact of media reports-was not mass persuasion on beha]f

of these few cand1dates bé% S1mp1y uncertaintyqreso1v1ng 1nformat1on that

) o . : e or -

: 2 : . ' a 2 o
3 A . " | LAHe v
l,. MC : ! . S ‘ . 8 l.‘t‘:;if"}
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permitted the high-exposure sub-audience tY focus in on a reduced list of

| — | plausible candidates. With a clearer pfctu e of the structure of the
competition, people who are heavily exposed to the news are in a better

» position to evaluate the prospects of their own candidates, as we43~as
others'. This--combined with more 1nfofmation about issue positions, per- N

Ty

sonal qualities, and style--may result in the more rapid restructuring of |
e ) bl . }
© affect that also occurs in this group.

' v
‘Research-on Primary Campaign Communication. We should stress that

 this stud} is scarcely an optimal mddel for analyzing the processes we have
examined. One of our‘main independent variables, phase of campaign, became
a variab]e ‘only because it had been 1mpract1ca] to comp]ete o) many inter-
views 1n a briefer span of time. Data co]lection was designed for another
: purpose entirely, in a sense our study is a."secondary analysis" of data
- from the political soc1a11zat10n project -- even though no other findings
ivfrom_that Ero?ect have been reported yet. HLn a study devoted specifically
‘"to comparisons of'different phases of a cambaign, we would recommend inter-
‘_viewing during condensed periods (e.g. a week or so) at several carefu]]y
Ipreselected points during the campa1gn year A prototype is Patterson' s
(1980) design. | |
The ‘nature of our sample is obviousfy not optimal either. The selection
of adolescents and their parents was dictated by the imperatives of the polit-
' ical socialization project, not our needs for this study. Inclusion of the
adolescents here has, however, pointed- up a major issue for consideration 1n
future sampling designs. If one were to: plan a study of campaign communica-
- ation processes in a “genera1 popu]ation"; what definition of that popu]ation-
rr§7 | should be employed? The usual ‘answer, to judge from prior research on p011t-
‘ 1ca1 comnun1cat1on, wou]d be either "voters" or perhaps "adults.”" We would

Al

suggest instead expand1ng the un1verse of study to the "audience" for mass

Ao S
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* media. . It is clear from our data that, whi]e the adolescents generally
| had lower information 1evels than their parents, when we controlled for
media exposure our qrocess hypotheses held up about equally well for each

group. Indeed, in mdst cases the slopes of the lines plotted in Figures

3-7 were practically para11e1 for parents and adolescents of similar
. \
exposure levels, ° . -

\

Another research d%sign issue concerns the merits of repeated measure-

ment of a paneliof the sgme respondente, as‘against the measurement of com-
parable random. samples of\ different respondents in different time periods.
We have noted earlier the advantage ot our'not having asked the same person
the same informationa] questions repeatedly,'an unfortunate feature of panel
designs that cou1d’encourag respondehts to find out the information after
having once been asked the g estion -- when they would not have learned it
otherwise. This kind of rea tive measurement is particularly a threat to
the validity of inferences abbut increases in information over time. It is
not such a great prob]em where affective and behavioral measures are-concerned,
tnough; and the'panel'design orfers some important advantages when the object
of one'sAstudy is change in attitudina] or behavioral criterion measures.
The choice between the panel anh the succeegive-samples design shou]d_be
tai]ored‘to the purposes of the%study,.with the panel generally preferred

if reactive measurement is ﬁétff\poten{ia1 prob]em.c In the present case, a

*panel design would have rend%red highly suspect all of our findings regard-

ing cnanges over time in criterio measu#ej 1, 2, and 4. On the cher hand,
st

it might have provided more te of changes in criterion measures
3 and 5. - -

Conclusions. Dgspi hortcomings in sample design and precision of :
_interview timing, we hate established that there is considerable var1ation

during the early week qf & presidential campaign in the flow and acquisition

30
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of po11t1ca1 information. Audience members who are heav11y exposed to
campaign- re1ated news events are quick to translate these into more highly
structured affective reactions and preferences regarding candidaéés This
probably tends to hasten the process of sorting out a few leading candidates
from their straggling opponents ("winnowing"), ‘Simp1e conceptions of "in=-
fonqation“ that are Timited to 1ndiv1&ua1-1eve1 éognitions fail to tap’some
of fhe mo;t important aspects of thes; processes, The sffucturing of
political affeét; and the arousal and resolution of uncertainty at the ag-
‘gregate 1evé1, are important fndicators of the dependence of the ﬁedia's

audience on campaign news in these critic8l early phases of the campaign

year.

¢
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Notes

1. "Election Campaigns and Preadult Political.Socialization", National

Science Foundation grant No. SES-7913435 to Jack Dennis (Department of
Political Science, University of Wisconsin-Madison), David 0. Sears
(Department of Psychology, University of California at Los Angeleg),
and Chaffee. Preparation of this paper was also. supported by the Vilas
Estate Trust throqu\the University of Wisconsin Foundation.
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